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James	 also	 compares	 the	 tongue	 to	 a	 bit	 in	 a	 horse’s	 mouth.	 A	 horse	 is	 a










New	 Testaments,	 the	 Holy	 Spirit	 said	 a	 fair	 amount	 about	 the	 tongue.	 In	 fact,
there	are	well	over	one	hundred	verses	 in	 the	Bible	about	 it.	The	Lord	knew	the
impact	such	a	small	part	of	the	body	could	have,	and	He	wanted	us	to	understand
this	as	well.	When	we	know	where	the	dangers	and	opportunities	of	speech	lie,	we
are	 in	 a	 much	 better	 position	 to	 engage	 in	 godly	 conversation:	 speech	 that	 is
generous,	hospitable,	and	Christlike.
There	 is	 much	 to	 say	 about	 how	 to	 practice	 godly	 speech,	 but	 we	 will	 limit
ourselves	 to	 five	 principles.	 We	 begin	 with	 a	 foundational	 and	 personal	 truth





In	Matthew	12,	Jesus	admonishes	 the	Pharisees	 that	a	 tree	 is	known	by	 its	 fruit.
This	 is	metaphorical	speech.	Jesus	 is	comparing	us	 to	 trees,	saying	that	what	we
do	 and	 say	 is	 what	 defines	 us.	 Our	 “fruit”	 can	 range	 from	 being	 excellent	 to
tasteless	or	full	of	worms.	If	words	are	one	type	of	our	fruit,	we	should	care	about
how	it	“tastes”	to	the	hearer.
In	 a	 digital	 age	 like	 our	 own,	 once	 our	words	 are	 in	 the	world,	 there	 is	 little
hope	 that	 we	 can	 take	 them	 back.	 We	 become	 known	 for	 our	 words.	 It	 is	 not
uncommon	 in	 our	media-driven	 culture	 to	 see	 videos	 of	 celebrities	 or	 politicians
caught	on	a	“hot	mic”	saying	something	that	wasn’t	meant	for	public.	In	many	of






preached	 at	 this	 church,	 I	 was	 unfamiliar	 with	 the	 sound	 system	 and	 how	 they
wanted	me	 to	 turn	 it	 off	 as	 soon	 as	 I	 finished	my	 sermon.	 Finishing	my	 talk—
which	seemed	to	connect	greatly	with	the	church—I	went	down	to	the	front	row,




Words	 not	 only	 reveal	 who	we	 are	 and	 give	 shape	 to	 relationships,	 but	 they
become	 the	 evidence	 by	 which	 we	 are	 judged	 (Matt.	 12:36).	 Famed	 theologian
Francis	 Schaeffer	 used	 to	 say	 that	we	 should	 all	 imagine	wearing	 a	microphone






















Jesus	 says	 otherwise.	 He	 takes	 a	 clear	 position	 on	 the	 reality	 of	 our	 harsh	 and
empty	words.	When	we	use	them,	a	glimpse	of	our	heart	surfaces	into	the	world.




Because	 words	 don’t	 exist	 in	 a	 vacuum	 but	 exist	 primarily	 in	 relationship,
Scripture	 has	 much	 to	 say	 about	 how	 we	 speak	 to	 one	 another.	 The	 gist	 of	 its
message	 is	 this:	 say	what’s	good	for	others.	This	 is	our	second	principle	of	godly
speech.
In	Ephesians	4:29,	Paul	writes,	“Do	not	let	any	unwholesome	talk	come	out	of






these	 instances,	 the	 intent,	 clearly	 stated,	 is	 not	 to	 serve	 other	 people	 or	 even






If	we	 are	 to	 accept	 Paul’s	 invitation,	we	must	 focus	 on	 the	 other	 before	 even
opening	 our	 mouths.	 This	 is	 because	 we	 must	 know	 something	 about	 the	 other
before	 we	 can	 effectively	 encourage	 him	 or	 her.	 When	 we	 know	 a	 person’s
strengths	and	struggles,	we	can	offer	authentic	encouragement.










is	 cultural.	 Recently,	 I	 was	 interviewing	 a	 young	 Latino	 worship	 leader	 at	 our




band,	 so	 he	 was	 making	 sure	 to	 name	 everyone.	 Out	 of	 his	 cultural	 values	 he
intentionally	honored	others.
I	 remember	 a	 specific	 fundraiser	where	 I	 forgot	 to	mention	 two	 friends—both





list	 of	 who	 needs	 to	 be	 honored	 before	 I	 speak.	 Even	 though	 those	 two	 friends
would	have	been	on	a	list	of	people	to	honor,	I	didn’t	make	such	a	list.	I	was	more
mindful	 of	 the	 urgency	 of	 the	 event	 than	 for	 the	 potential	 of	 my	 words	 to
encourage	or	honor	others.
Words	 really	matter.	And	 intentional	words	matter	all	 the	more.	Just	as	Jesus
was	 intentional	 with	 His	 words,	 we	 as	 believers	 are	 called	 to	 intentionality	 in
ours.	We	 cannot	 be	 careless.	We	 need	 to	 speak	 and	 be	 distinguished	 by	 careful
words—literally,	words	that	are	full	of	care.




Prepare	 for	 the	encounters	you	want	 to	have.	Do	you	want	 to	 jump	 into	your
lunch	 meeting	 or	 date	 night,	 simply	 react,	 and	 walk	 away	 wishing	 the
conversation	 had	 gone	 in	more	meaningful	 and	 spiritual	 directions	 than	 simply
talking	about	 fantasy	 football	or	 the	 latest	gossip	 from	your	day	at	work?	 If	 so,
discipline	yourself	to	think	it	through	before	going	out.	In	fact,	bring	along	a	note
with	 a	 few	 things	 you	want	 to	 discuss.	 Business	meetings	 become	 a	 train	wreck
without	 an	 agenda,	 and	 even	 though	 they	 don’t	 need	 to	 be	 as	 formal,	 our
relational	 encounters	 can	 likewise	 lose	 focus	 if	 we	 don’t	 tap	 into	 our	 deeper
desires	for	conversation.
2. Practice	passing	along	good	news.
We	 can	 become	 habituated	 to	 focusing	 on	 the	 negative.	We	 all	 know	 people
who	seem	particularly	negative,	and	we	don’t	enjoy	spending	time	with	them.	We
also	know	people	who	seem	to	always	be	positive,	and	spending	time	with	them	is








someone	taught	 to	say	sorry	 for	missing	the	mark	on	what	 they	wish	 they	would
have	done.	Ironically,	this	kind	of	apology	(e.g.,	“I’m	sorry	that	I	didn’t	start	out
better	 tonight;	 I	 really	wanted	 to	 steer	 our	 conversation	 into	 a	 deeper	 place	 so
that	 I	 could	hear	 your	heart,	 but	 somehow	 I	was	 really	distracted	by	work.	Can
you	 forgive	 me?”)	 is	 much	 easier	 to	 give	 than	 when	 we	 really	 did	 something
wrong.	It	also	allows	for	a	reset	and	the	ability	to	pivot	the	conversation	quickly
into	 more	 healthy	 forms	 of	 dialogue.	 Plus,	 it’s	 incredibly	 disarming	 and	 invites
others	to	become	more	vulnerable	with	their	weaknesses	as	well.
4. Speak	to	carry	others’	loads,	not	add	to	them.
Because	 we	 teach	 from	 the	 pulpit,	 it	 is	 easy	 for	 us	 to	 look	 at	 our	 own
experiences	to	guide	our	preaching.	Spurgeon	had	a	beautiful	principle	here:	Don’t












the	challenges	we	are	going	 through	with	people	we	 trust.	Of	 course	we	 should.
But	we	must	use	discernment	 in	knowing	when	 to	 speak	heavy	 things	 to	people
who	are	already	carrying	much	in	life.	Our	goal	in	speech	should	be	to	build	one
another	up,	not	unburden	ourselves.
A	 little	 earlier	 we	 looked	 at	 Jesus’	 words	 in	Matthew.	 Luke’s	 version	 reads	 a
little	differently:	“The	good	person	out	of	the	good	treasure	of	his	heart	produces
good,	 and	 the	 evil	 person	 out	 of	 his	 evil	 treasure	 produces	 evil,	 for	 out	 of	 the
abundance	of	the	heart	his	mouth	speaks”	(Luke	6:45	ESV).	What	is	the	abundance
of	your	heart?
Luke’s	version	underscores	 the	need	 for	us	 to	be	 in	 right	 relationship	with	 the





or	 habits	 of	 communication	 that	 rein	 in	 destructive	 talk	 and	 promote	 healthy
conversations.	Godly	speech	occurs	when	we’re	acting	like	sprinklers—taking	the








we	 learn	how	 to	not	only	 speak	but	make	our	words	 echo	 throughout	our	 lives.
Otherwise	our	words	are	hollow,	and	we	will	be	judged	not	only	by	fellow	humans
but	by	God	Himself.
James	 addresses	 empty	 words	 in	 his	 epistle.	 He	 asks	 us	 to	 imagine	 being
approached	by	someone	who	is	in	obvious	need,	lacking	food	and	clothes.	Do	we
simply	smile,	wave,	and	wish	the	person	well?	James	asks	what	good	it	is	to	wish








To	 be	 sure,	 our	 words	 must	 be	 accompanied	 by	 behaviors	 and	 actions	 that
testify	to	Christ’s	transforming	power	in	our	lives.	Our	actions	ought	to	underscore
the	 meaning	 of	 the	 words	 we	 speak.	 Without	 actions,	 words	 become	 empty.
Without	actions,	our	words	may	be	as	lovely	as	an	iridescent	bubble	floating	in	the
air,	 but	 they	 are	 void.	 Perhaps	 this	 is	 precisely	what	 James	 has	 in	mind	when,
later,	 he	 warns	 that	 not	 everyone	 should	 become	 a	 teacher:	 “Not	 many	 of	 you
should	 become	 teachers	…	because	 you	 know	 that	we	who	 teach	will	 be	 judged
more	 strictly”	 (James	 3:1).	 A	 teacher’s	 vocation	 is	 about	 words,	 helping	 others
learn	 through	 the	 sharing	 of	 ideas	 and	 concepts.	 But	 a	 teacher	 can	 easily	 be
deceived	 that	 sharing	 information	and	knowledge	 is	 enough.	 It	 is	 true,	 after	all,
that	most	things	are	better	caught	than	taught:	better	taken	by	someone’s	example
in	 addition	 to	words	 than	words	 themselves.	 This	 higher	 standard	 is	why	 James
says	we	should	all	be	cautious	to	become	teachers,	because	teachers	will	be	held	to
a	higher	standard	by	God.
Words	 are	 checks.	 Actions	 are	 cash.	 Words	 are	 what	 we	 give	 others	 with	 a
promise	that	there	is	action	behind	them.	But	sometimes	our	words	are	more	than
our	lives	match	up	to.	And	then	what	happens?	Our	words	bounce,	letting	others

















Certainly,	 the	advice	here	 is	pertinent	 to	our	prayers	before	God.	But	 they	are
appropriate	before	people	as	well.	In	relationship,	it	is	impossible	to	avoid	words.
Even	if	you	are	silent,	words	roll	through	your	mind.	They	convey	our	thoughts.













relationship.	We	 don’t	 need	 to	 be	 constantly	 in	 touch	 for	 our	 relationship	 to	 be
okay.	Silence	can	define	a	relationship	for	months,	and	I	can	trust	that	the	other
person	will,	out	of	integrity,	communicate	with	me	if	something	is	wrong.
If	 you	 cannot	 handle	 silence	 in	 your	 conversation,	 ask	 yourself:	 Why	 do	 I
assume	 someone	 must	 fill	 the	 void?	 What	 in	 my	 heart	 makes	 me	 feel	 insecure
when	there	is	not	constant	reassurance?
We	have	learned	that	there	is	a	drastic	difference	between	what	one	might	call	a













That	 is	 why	 Paul	 can	 say	 we	 should	 “pray	 continually”	 when	 he	 clearly	 had
times	 he	 was	 not	 on	 his	 knees	 presenting	 his	 requests	 before	 God.	 Prayer






The	 Trappist	 monk	 Thomas	 Merton	 once	 wrote,	 “We	 cannot	 be	 at	 peace	 with
others	 because	we	 are	 not	 at	 peace	with	 ourselves,	 and	we	 cannot	 be	 at	 peace
with	 ourselves	 because	 we	 are	 not	 at	 peace	 with	 God.”1	What	Merton	 helps	 us





despite	 our	 best	 intentions,	 our	 interactions	 that	 evening	were	more	marked	 by














two	authors	 I	happened	 to	be	 reading	at	 the	 same	 time.	They	both	 spoke	 to	 the
issue	of	solitude	and	the	need	to	be	grounded	in	our	conversations	with	God	before
we	 can	 truly	 and	 in	 a	 healthy	 way	 add	 to	 the	 conversations	 within	 our
communities.	Dietrich	Bonhoeffer	 in	his	book	Life	Together	 and	Henri	Nouwen	 in





















in	 our	 insecurities	 before	 God	 yet	 find	 love	 and	 acceptance	 through	 His	 grace,







Bonhoeffer,	 with	 his	 Lutheran	 background,	 had	 an	 easy	 time	 picturing	 the
primacy	of	Jesus	with	regard	to	understanding	the	foundations	of	community.	And
Nouwen,	having	studied	spiritual	disciplines	so	deeply,	understood	that	if	we	don’t
have	 our	 insecurities	 met	 through	 the	 grace	 of	 God,	 then	 we	 will	 poison













salvation	 are	 available	 to	 us.	When	 our	 egos	 get	 in	 the	way,	 it	 is	 only	 through
quieting	 ourselves	 in	 “garden[s]	 of	 solitude”	 that	 we	 are	 able	 to	 grow	 in




conversation),	 otherwise	we	 come	 to	 community	 (our	 external	 conversations)	 as




We	search	 for	an	experience	of	 intimacy	with	others,	without	ever	entering	 into
intimacy	with	God.
Solitude	is	where	we	learn	to	hear	from	God.	And	through	solitude	we	come	to	a
healthier	 place,	 able	 to	 enter	 external	 conversations	 grounded	 and	 with	 an
abundance	to	give,	rather	than	with	an	insatiable	need	to	take.
More	than	anything,	our	words	reflect	the	wellness	of	our	hearts.	This	brings	us
to	 a	 critical	 conversational	 conviction:	 to	 speak	 well	 to	 others	 with	 generous
hospitality,	we	must	do	the	work—joyful	work,	 if	we	would	only	do	it—of	being
welcomed	 by	 the	 Father	 and	 being	 at	 peace	 with	 Him.	 Our	 prayer	 and
conversation	with	God	takes	precedence	over	our	words	with	others.
There	may	come	a	moment	when	you	are	faced	with	a	crisis	in	a	relationship.	If
you	 are	 like	 most	 people,	 you	 desire	 to	 quickly	 bring	 about	 resolution	 to	 the
problem.	 Your	 desire	 for	 right	 relationship	 is	 good,	 and	 holy.	 But	 often	 it	 is
important	for	us	to	stop,	pause,	and	silently	give	our	heart	space	for	honest	self-
reflection.	What	 do	 I	 think	 about	 this?	 Where	 is	 my	 hurt?	 What	 sin	 lurks	 in	 my
intentions?	What	are	my	intentions?
We	should	be	making	sure	we	are	in	right	relationship	with	God	before	we	seek
to	 address	 even	 casual	matters	 in	 our	 lives.	 The	 condition	 and	 intentions	 of	 the




sound	 waves	 continue	 on	 throughout	 the	 universe.	 This	 image	 serves	 only	 to
underscore	the	fact	that	there	is	no	taking	back	spoken	words.	May	we	commit	to
seeking	 security	 in	 the	 in-between	 times	 of	 solitude	with	 God	 before	 rushing	 to
uncap	the	pen	of	our	tongue	with	others.	For	from	the	abundance	of	the	heart,	the
mouth	speaks.
